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Publicly the Reagan administration praises Costa Rican President Oscar Arias for his efforts
dedicated to peace in Central America. For instance, when Secretary of State George Shultz visited
Costa Rica on July 1, he praised Arias as a man "admired throughout the world for his noble
efforts on behalf of peace." According to political leaders in Costa Rica and Washington, Reagan
administration officials have "privately" participated in efforts to embarrass and undermine Arias.
Last October, Arias won the Nobel Peace Prize for his role as a peacemaker. An unnamed top State
Department official cited by the New York Times said: "He won the prize for de-funding the contras
and taking an anti-American stance. It was largely a prize for defying the United States." Jose S.
Sorzano, former staff member of the National Security Council, described the view of many White
House officials: "Publicly, the Reagan administration refers to Arias in a cordial, friendly fashion.
But actually, privately, they have a low opinion of him that borders on despising him. And Arias
reciprocates. He has a low opinion of the Reagan administration." [Sorzano left the Council in June
this year. He had reportedly clashed with higher-level staff members as a result of his extremist
views.] Robert W. Kagan, a former aide to Asst. Secretary of State Elliott Abrams, was cited by the
Times as saying: "Arias, more than any other Latin leader, single-handedly undid US policy in
Nicaragua." According to Kagan, when Arias won the Nobel Prize, "all of us who thought it was
important to get aid for the contras reacted with disgust, unbridled disgust." Arias is extremely
circumspect in public on the subject of relations with the US. In private, friends and associates
say he believes the Reagan administration is waging a campaign against him. In the words of
former Costa Rican president, Daniel Oduber: "I don't think there is a real conspiracy against
Oscar by the top Reagan administration people. But some lower ranking American officials, both in
Washington and in Central America, are making his life difficult. They want him to act in support
of their strategic goals in Central America, rather than in the best interests of Costa Rica." Costa
Rican Housing Minister Fernando Zumbado said: "It's obvious that there are people, Americans
as well as Costa Ricans, who have set out to weaken Oscar. I have the very strong feeling that
efforts are being made to undermine him." Several leaders of Arias's National Liberation Party
suggested in interviews with the Times that the US was waging a campaign against the president.
An unnamed former cabinet minister said, "The political reality is that Oscar Arias believes the
United States is after him. In the party, the belief exists that there is a strong United States effort
directed against Arias." Summarized below are some of Arias's actions which have upset the
Reagan administration, as well as responses by Washington interpreted by some Costa Rican and
US officials as evidence of a US campaign to undermine Arias. * After he was elected in February
1986, and before his inauguration in May, Arias refused a State Department request that he grant
asylum to deposed ruler of the Philippines, Ferdinand Marcos. * Soon after taking office, Arias
began working on a regional peace plan designed to end armed conflicts and encourage democracy
in Central America. A version of the plan, "Esquipulas II," was signed on Aug. 7, 1987, by Arias
and his counterparts from Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala. The plan prohibited
the use of territory in Central America by "irregular forces" seeking to overthrow other regimes
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in the area. If observed, this provision would have terminated bases in Honduras and El Salvador
established to aid the Nicaraguan contras. [Both governments have never stopped aiding the
contras. After August 1987, however, they came under increasing criticism for so doing.] Esquipulas
II also provided an argument for members of the US Congress opposed to contra aid. Many began
to argue that they were voting against the Reagan administration's aid packages because such aid
would subvert the peace plan. According to Sorzano, "The Arias plan gave liberal Democrats in
the House an opportunity to kill the Reagan program by chanting, `Give peace a chance.'" * In
1986, Arias ordered the closure of a secret airstrip in Costa Rica constructed by associates of then-
National Security Council staff member Oliver North. The airstrip was to have become part of
the US clandestine contra supply network. * Arias has ordered Costa Rican border guards and
police officers to arrest contras operating from Costa Rican territory. Earlier this year Arias ordered
senior contra leaders residing in Costa Rica to leave the country, or disassociate themselves from
the contra leadership. * Costa Rican Ambassador to the US, Guido Fernandez, was replaced in
March after Abrams and other administration officials complained that he had lobbied against
President Reagan's contra aid proposals. During a visit to Washington last September, Arias asked
Congress to halt such assistance and "give peace a chance." Fernandez, now Costa Rica's Minister
of Information, told the Times that he had visited Capitol Hill only at the request of members of
Congress to transmit Arias's views regarding Central America. * John Biehl, close confidant to
President Arias, was dismissed from his position with the UN Development Program in Costa
Rica. Biehl wrote many of Arias's speeches and helped formulate many of his policies, including
the regional peace plan. He also directed the quiet campaign that helped Arias win the Nobel
Prize. US officials argue that Biehl violated the rules for international civil servants by lobbying
in Washington against contra aid. In June 1987, Sen. Robert Kasten Jr. of Wisconsin, ranking
Republican on the foreign operations panel of the Appropriations Committee, wrote a letter to the
UN Development Program complaining about Biehl's activities and suggesting that his continued
employment might endanger US contributions to the program. Kasten's letter was published in
Costa Rica's conservative newspaper, La Nacion, and Biehl was forced to quit. Costa Rican officials
told the Times that the letter was made available by the State Department to embarrass Arias.
After leaving the UN program, Biehl continued to advise Arias and remained critical of the contras
and the Reagan administration. US officials pressured Arias to dismiss him, and in June, Biehl
announced that he was leaving Costa Rica to return to his native Chile. Biehl said: "President Arias
has had the courage, or perhaps the arrogance, to confront Reagan, to tell him, `I know Central
America better than you and your advisers.'" Aides to Arias said he was distressed to lose Biehl.
* US officials provided information that led to the arrest of one of Arias's campaign supporters
on charges of laundering drug money. US officials also helped publicize an audit charging that
millions of dollars of US aid had been mismanaged in Costa Rica. [US officials told the Times that
the Reagan administration has no plans to provide money to Arias's opponents. US Ambassador in
Costa Rica, Deane R. Hinton, said he was "horrified" by the disclosure of a US government audit
showing Costa Rican mismanagement of US aid because it was "filled with inaccuracies." He denied
that the US had been working to weaken Arias: "We don't agree with everything he does by a long
shot. I encourage him to do or not to do things. That's my job. But a systematic campaign? Certainly
not." (Basic data from New York Times, 08/07/88)
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